In this paper. I want to examine a particular challenge to skepticism which seems to be gaining some degree of popularity in current philosophical literature,1 and which, I believe, fails to establish its case against skepticism in virtue of its trading on a crucial ambiguity.
This sort of skeptical argument might be advanced in order to raise doubts about Ivan's claim to know (1) , and the intent of such an argument might be to raise sufficient doubt to cause Ivan to withdraw his cliam to know (1). However, we are not especially concerned here with what a person claims to know, for what a given individual claims to know on some particular occasion might depend upon factors which are irrelevant to our present concerns.
(For example, a person's knowledge claims might be affected by such factors as whether or not he is drunk, whether he has wagered a great sum of money on his claim, whether his life depends upon the truth of his claim, and so on.)
In following Dretske's line of argument) has attempted to short-circuit the conclusion of the skeptic's argument by denying one of its premises -the principle of demonstration. That is, Dretske claims that although (3) entails (4) , a person could know (3) , and know that (3) entails (4)> yet fail to know (4). This is so, presumably, because (4) is simply a presupposition of (3), and one's knowing (4) may be quite irrelevant to one's justification for knowing (3).
Dretske offers a number of examples purporting to
show that (what I have called) the principle of demonstration is not a necessary condition for justifying what one knows.
In each example, Dretske argues that someone can know a given proposition, and know that this proposition entails a second proposition, yet fail to know the second proposition.
I intend to argue that all of Dretske's examples are suspect, and each for the same reason: each trades on an ambiguity whose clarification casts doubt on the validity of Dretske's argument.
In each of Dretske's examples, it is the first proposition (that someone supposedly knows) which is problematic.
In the last example which we have cited, (3) is such a proposition.
If it seems obvious that the meaning of (3) If, on the one hand, the description in (3) is used attributively, then (3) clearly entails (4), but the principle of demonstration holds; if, on the other hand, the description in (3) is used referringly, then the principle of demonstration fails to hold, but only because (3) no longer entails (4), and thus the example is irrelevant to the principle of demonstration.
The ambiguity of (3) can be equally illustrated in terms of the de re / de dicto distinction, (and drawing out the ambiguity of propositions like (3) in these terms will apply even to propositions containing no definite descriptions).
In the example under consideration, it is not clear whether Ivan's knowing (3) amounts to de_ re_ or de dicto knowledge. Thus:
(5) The x on Ivan's table is a tomato, and (Ivan knows that x is red); (6) Ivan knows that (the x on his table is a tomato, and x is red) .
Once again, the difficulty here takes the form of a dilemma: If, on the one hand, Ivan's knowing (3) amounts to de dicto knowledge, then (3) entails (4), but the principle of demonstration holds; if, on the other hand, Ivan's knowing (3) amounts to de re knowledge, then the principle of demonstration fails to hold, but only because (3) no longer entails (4), and thus the example is irrelevant to the principle of demonstration. Now, it could be argued that Dretske succeeds in refuting at least one sort of skeptic, viz., the skeptic who holds that nothing can be known; for on Dretske's account, many things can be known, in spite of the difficulties which he encounters in denying the principle of demonstration.
In response to such a suggestion, I have three comments: First, it is not clear that there are any such radical skeptics, and if not, then a refutation of such skepticism would be a straw-man argument. Second, even if there were such radical skeptics, one would not need to deny the principle of demonstration, as Dretske does, in order to effect a refutation of such skepticism.
And finally, the sort of skeptic who is apt to appeal to the principle of demonstration to strengthen his challenge is not a skeptic who holds that all knowledge is impossible, but more likely a skeptic who argues that we can have no perceptual knowledge, or a skeptic who argues that we can have no knowledge of an external world.
In what follows, I shall consider a skeptic-call him Doubting Thomas-who denies the possibility of knowledge of an external world, and I shall try to indicate how he uses the principle of demonstration to strengthen his challenge. I do not want to suggest that such skepticism is unassailable, but I shall argue that Dretske's line of argument has no force whatever against such a skeptic. That is, whatever may be wrong about Doubting Thomas' argument is untouched by the sort of attack levelled by Dretske. Assuming that Ivan knows that (7) entails (8), Thomas argues that Ivan cannot know (7) unless he knows (8) , and further, that Ivan cannot know (8).
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Hence, Ivan cannot know (7). Now, in accordance with Dretske's line of argument, someone could attempt to short-circuit this skeptical challenge by arguing that Ivan can indeed know (7), and know that (7) entails (8), yet fail to know (8) .6 This would be possible, presumably, because one's knowing (8) is irrelevant to the justification for one's knowing (7) Or is it? Consider proposition (7). Like the previous cases we have examined, (7) is plagued by a troublesome ambiguity.
It is not at all clear what sort of status the proposition is supposed to have. On the one hand, it might be intended as an ontological claim.
If so, (7) might be understood to assert the following: (7a) 'Brown table' has a veridical use.
On the other hand, (7) might equally well be intended as a grammatical claim.
In this case, we might understand (7) to assert: (7b) 'Brown table' has a correct use.
Note that there is no corresponding ambiguity about proposition (8). This proposition is intended (by
Thomas, at least) as an ontological claim, and may be understood as asserting that 'table' has a veridical use. Now, Thomas proceeds to argue, the extension of correctly applied denoting terms may be identical with the extension of veridically applied denoting terms, but whether there is any such extensional identity is a purely contingent matter. For the concept of correct linguistic usage is not identical with the concept of veridical linguistic usage. Whether or not a term is applied correctly depends upon whether it is applied in accordance with a given set of syntactic and semantic rules. And whether or not a term is applied veridically depends upon whether the object named by that term exists. It is always possible, Thomas asserts, that we apply our terms in accordance with all of the semantic criteria at our disposal (i.e., we apply our words correctly), yet fail to apply our words veridically.
Hence, the truth of (7a) and (8) requires the existence of an external world-specifically, the existence of brown tables; the truth of (7b) When Doubting Thomas appeals to the principle of demonstration, and argues that a person cannot know (7) without knowing (8), he (Thomas) is claiming that a person cannot know (7a) without knowing (8)-that is, assuming that he knows that the entailment holds. Thomas' reason for appealing to the entailment is understandable: he wants to argue that we cannot know that brown tables exist unless we know that tables exist.
On the other hand, to deny the principle of demonstration, (in this case, to argue that someone can know (7) without knowing (8), even granting that they know the entailment holds), seems to amount to a claim that a person can know (7b) without knowing (8). If, after all, we should be asked to justify Ivan's knowing (7) When Doubting Thomas argues that we cannot know (7) , and know that (7) entails (8) , without knowing (8) , he is actually arguing that we cannot know (7a) without knowing (8). This is why it is so important to him to appeal to the entailment between (7)-or rather, (7a) -and (8) . The reason we cannot know (7) , on Thomas* account, is identical with the reason we cannot know (8)-we cannot, he thinks, know that an external world exists. If this were not Thomas' thesis, then it would be quite beside the point to appeal to any entailment between (7) and (8) 
